From Bruckner to Bj orling:
A Roundabout Tale
by Walter Rudolph

Walter Rudolph
he opportunity to introduce Jussi
Bjorling to a group of music students
at Weber State University (WSU) in
Ogden, Utah had a twisted beginning. It was
organized by Ralph Vander Heide and his
wife Judith. Ralph had learned of a similar
event I was doing in Salt Lake City in August
2011. He had asked to be invited and I had
readily agreed. But I had no idea who he was,
nor how he learned of the event or acquired
my email. Jn the end he had to cancel
because of an unavoidable conflict. But we
agreed to pursue a future opportunity, which
became the WSU event on February 3rd,
2012, recognizing Jussi's 101st birthday.
Twists in the tale continued at a lunch
hosted by the Vander Heide's just prior to the
WSU event-our first actual meeting. They
mentioned Maun and David Alston, and we
explained that David is my wife Marilyn's 1st
cousin. Ralph Vander Heide then said, "So
you're the cousin from Provo;' which opened
the door to the last link of this roundabout
introduction.
The next twist goes back to November
2010. We had attended a Bruckner 9th Symphony performance with the Utah Symphony
conducted by Stanislaw Skrowaczewski. Fol-
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lowing the performance, we saw David and
Maun Alston, and quickly wrapped ourselves
in a long conversation. Meanwhile, the
Vander Heide's (unknown to us) were waiting for the Alston's backstage for a planned
introduction to Maestro Skrowaczewski,
which never occurred. The Alston's later gave
the no-show-excuse of having met David's
"cousin from Provo:•
Now I can complete this circuitous tale
by saying that I had invited David and Maun
to the August 2011 presentation in Salt Lake
City. They had declined because they were in
Europe. But they knew Ralph Vander Heide's
keen interest in Jussi Bjorling and forwarded
my email to him. That was the source of Ralph's
knowledge of the event and access to my email,
which led to all of the above, and more.
Finally, to the actual event. Linda Lee,
music faculty, was my WSU contact. We had
forty-strong attending on a Friday afternoon.
The choir room in the Browning Center was
the ideal venue. Marilyn sat behind me
and played excerpts as precisely as a page
turner in a recital. Photographs, posters,
books, CDs and other memorabilia were on
display- I prefer this to PowerPoint slides.
They don't disappear into the bowels of a
computer, but can be examined and prompt
questions both before and after.
Few attending knew the name "Jussi
Bjorling:' It was a perfect opportunity. As
the 45 minutes proceeded, it became apparent that this group was not immune to the
Bjorling Song. No fidgeting, no early departures, not even noise from the 2 or 3 toddlers
present. Sprinkled rather liberally with short
excerpts ofJussi's repertoire, there were
complete performances of Funiculi, funicula
and theingemisco from the Verdi Requiem.
Eyes widened when the students
learned of the November 13, 1945 appearance by Jussi Bjorling in Ogden.
Probably 25% of the audience spent
time with the exhibit afterwards. Linda Lee
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served home-made Swedish pancakes filled
with fruit and whipped cream. Nice touch.
Most rewarding were the questions
and comments. Remember your own first
impressions on hearing the veiled melancholic magic of the Bjorling voice? Here it
was, once again, redefining the raison-d'etre
for the Jussi Bjiirling Society-USA. Young
people being moved: shivers down the
spine; goose-pimpled arms; teared-eyes, and
the simple realization that they were hearing
something powerfully moving and newly
defining in their lives.
Five copies of the new 4 CD set, Jussi
Bjorling LIVE were sold; one to a young lady
who approached me, "I have no money with
me. Would you trust me to take a set? I'll
send you a check when I get home?'' The
check arrived on Monday.
The Vander Heide "cousin-from-Provo''
connection now has expanded to a September
2012 Salt Lake City presentation for a group of
visiting American-Swedish genealogists from
Augustana College (Rock Island, Illinois).
I'm told there is more than marginal interest
in opera among this estimated group of 60.
Another request has come from the Swedish
Heritage Society ofUtah.
Perpetuating the artistic legacy and
name of Jussi Bjorling is primary to Society
goals. We gather to extol that legacy and to
share the latest academic, aural and visual
discoveries. Let us not forget that we are the
choir. May we continually seek inspiration on
how to best share this legacy, this inheritance
that we joyously understand. Fifty-plus-years
after his passing it becomes our joyous obligation and opportunity. ■
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